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THE NEED 

A merica does not have the workforce it needs for fhe economy 
thaf it has. That was a conclusion of the Commission on the 
Future of Higher Education in 2006. The Commission went on 
to note that if currenf frends are not reversed, the US economy 
and per capita income will actually decrease over the next 15 years, for fhe 
first time in US history. 

In response to this growing concern. President Obama has set a national 
goal of increasing undergraduafe degree complefion by 60 percenf over fhe 
next 15 years. According to the National Center for Higher Education Mea- 
surement Systems (NCHEMS), this level of degree producfion is necessary 
fo mainfain America's competitive position within the knowledge-based 
global economy. Having once led the world in the percentage of adult 
workers age 25-64 who have a degree, in 2006 the US ranked 17* among 
those with a bachelor's degree (National Center for Education), and is tied 
for 11* overall {Education at a Glance). 

According fo fhe National Confer for Public Policy in Higher Education, 
fhere have been af leasf fwo reasons for fhis drop in degree complefion: 
"Colleges and universities have become preoccupied wifh advancing fheir 
prestige insfead of achieving publically-defined purposes" (Wegner) and 
Americans feel increasingly thaf while essential to economic advancement, 
degree attainment is "out of reach financially" (Immerwahr). There is now 
a third, as the downturn in the national economy has forced public institu- 
tions to freeze enrollmenfs. 
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Yet even before the recession it was clear that higher education would 
not be able to meet the President's goal by graduating only traditional-aged 
students. NCHEMS' forecast shows the country falling short of the required 
increase by nearly 20 percent if the focus stays solely on 18-24 year olds. 
In order to reach the competitive level called for by 2025, NCHEMS notes 
that greater attention will need to be given to the 54 million working adults 
who have some college but no degree (Kelly). 

Traditional institutions may need to re-evaluate their mission and 
consider their responsibility for assisting the current workforce as well 
as help to prepare the next generation of workers. This may require new 
infrastructures or processes such as those discussed below to best serve the 
working adult student. Institutions may also want to re-think their attitudes 
toward online instruction and offer some elements of degree programs in 
a blended format of classroom and web-based coursework. 

As institutions consider their response to the challenges facing our 
workforce and our economy, there is a laboratory of sorts that has been at 
work in the areas of adult-degree completion and prior-learning assess- 
ment for nearly 40 years. Its methods and successes may help others with 
their planning. 

AN INSTITUTIONAL OVERVIEW 

Inspired by the British Open University (OU) in the 1960s, the Regents of 
the State of New York created their own "open" institution in 1971. With 
funding from the Ford and Carnegie Foundations, Regents College became 
America's first external-degree provider. Like the OU, Regents was formded 
as an open-enrollment, adult-focused institution for those who had histori- 
cally not been well served by more traditional forms of higher education. 
Anyone with a high school diploma or a GED was afforded admission. 
While contrary to the strategy of greater student selectivity to achieve 
prestige, the open-enrollment philosophy has given many mid-career adults 
a second chance at earning a degree. It has also provided many minority 
students access to higher education and economic growth. 

Accredited by the Middle States Commission on Higher Education 
since 1973, Regents offered no instruction until 25 years after its founding. 
Up to that point, students requiring coursework in order to complete a 
degree would typically be directed to other institutions after an assessment 
of their prior learning. 
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In 1998, Regents was granted a charter as an independent, not-for-profit 
institution. A condition of the new status was that the college change its 
name to "Excelsior" (Latin for "ever upward" and the state's motto). 

Commencing in 2003, Excelsior embraced online learning in addition 
to the independent-study formats used by its associate's degree in nursing 
(ADN) program. Today, the majority of Excelsior's 31,000 students remain 
candidates for assessment, with approximately 5,000 students taking online 
courses exclusively. All graduate programs require online coursework. 

THE EXCELSIOR PROCESS 

Because of the college's commitment to meeting students where they are 
academically, as well as geographically. Excelsior has adopted a number of 
procedures and credit-earning methodologies not found at other institu- 
tions. The commitment and expertise of its advisors is often cited as one 
of Excelsior's greatest strengths. Despite growing enrollment, advisors 
continue to create individual learning plans for each entering student. This 
requires aggregating and assessing prior learning, as well as mapping dif- 
ferent options for fulfilling outstanding requirements. Once the learning 
plan is in place, advisors continue to assist each student in ensuring the 
applicability of particular courses, whether from Excelsior or elsewhere. An 
appropriate analogy might be that advisors act as primary-care specialists 
who guide students through the degree completion process much like a 
doctor might manage one's healthcare. 

Under the external-degree model, students could transfer 100 percent of 
their degree work to Regents. Over the years, however, this policy has been 
modified to one of low residency whereby some coursework — information 
literacy and capstone assessments — is now required. 

Associate's and bachelor's degrees are earned through a methodol- 
ogy that aggregates credit from multiple sources and then assesses prior 
learning for degree applicability. It matches earned credits against degree 
requirements as set by the New York State Department of Education. Any 
areas of deficiency can be satisfied through one of five options: transfer 
credit from another institution, credit for training, credit by examination, 
credit by assessment, or coursework at Excelsior. 
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DEGREE COMPLETION TOOLS 

Transfer credit 

The typical Excelsior student presents an average of five franscripfs upon 
applicafion for admission. The college's advisors aggregafe fhis credif; 
defermine ifs fif fo fhe degree sought; offer alfernafives, if appropriafe; 
and creafe a degree complefion plan. Older courses in fasf-changing fields, 
such as informafion fechnology, offen have fo be refreshed. As required by 
fhe Middle Sfafes Commission on Higher Educafion (Excelsior's regional 
accreditor), criteria have been established for evaluafing and accepting 
credif from nafionally accredifed insfifufions, as well. In fhe case of credif 
earned abroad, fhe college uses infernafional franscripf evaluation services 
fo defermine equivalencies. 

Excelsior's liberal fransfer policy enables ifs sfudenfs fo complefe a 
degree wifhouf having fo refake coursework previously complefed wifh 
a passing grade. As a resulf, in 2009, fhe value of accepfed fransfer credif 
by fhe college was $185 million (using Excelsior's undergraduafe fuifion 
rafe of $315). This represenfs a fremendous savings of time and money 
to the student and, potentially, to employer and / or federal financial aid 
programs. 

Credit for training 

Excelsior recognizes credif recommendations from fhe American Council 
on Educafion (ACE) for prior milifary or corporafe fraining. Additionally 
fhe college's faculfy may conducf assessmenfs of insfrucfion from non- 
academic sources when if has nof been ACE reviewed. Wifh funding from 
fhe US Deparfment of Jusfice, Excelsior has, for insfance, reviewed and 
proposed credif recommendafions for a number of governmenf-supporfed 
law enforcemenf academies. 

Through a combinafion of ACE credif recommendafions and course- 
work at Excelsior or elsewhere, many active duty military students find 
fhaf fhey are able fo complefe a degree wifh liffle addifional work. In 2009, 
Military Advanced Education and G1 Jobs magazines designafed Excelsior as 
one of fhe fop 10 insfifufions serving the armed services. 

Credit by examination 

With attention from fhe Lumina Foundation and fhe Obama adminisfra- 
tion, insfifufions are rediscovering prior learning assessmenf as a means fo 
accelerafe degree complefion and fo reduce cosf. At Excelsior, this process 
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relies less on the portfolio method (which it does employ) than on its own 
battery of psychomefrically validafed examinations. 

Regenfs College offered a credif-by-examinafion option fo sfudenfs 
shorfly affer ifs founding, drawing upon Regenfs' resources and hisforic 
work of examining New York's graduating secondary sfudenfs. Today, Ex- 
celsior offers some 50 subjecf examinafions of ifs own, while also accepting 
credif from fhe College Board's CLEF Program and fhe DSST Program of 
fhe Educational Testing Service (ETS). Wifh fhe philosophy fhaf whaf you 
know is more imporfant fhan where or how you learned if. Excelsior (and 
before if Regenfs) has been a leader in fhe learning assessmenf field. 

For fhose wishing fo apply credif earned fhrough examination foward 
a degree being earned elsewhere. Excelsior provides a franscripf fhaf re- 
flecfs exam performance. Currently, some 1,500 institutions from across fhe 
counfry accepf credif -by-exam foward fheir degree requiremenfs. 

Excelsior College Exams (ECE) are available fo all and are adminisfered 
on demand af Pearson/ Vue festing cenfers worldwide. A unique aspecf of 
fhe ECE Program is fhe prospecfive fesf-fakers' abilify fo fake a pracfice 
exam prior fo faking fhe one of record shown on a franscripf. This allows 
prospecfive fesf-fakers fo evaluafe fheir readiness and fo reduce fhe risk 
of having a "failed" on fheir franscripf. The cosf of Excelsior's ECE assess- 
menfs varies somewhaf by subjecf area and number of credifs awarded 
for passage. However, fhe cosf per credif, including fhe pracfice exam and 
fesfing fee, is fypically under a $100 per unif of credif. 

Credit by assessment 

In addition fo ifs examinafions. Excelsior employs ofher forms of learning 
and compefency assessmenf. They range from compufer simulafions fo 
performance assessmenf s in subjecf specific settings (e.g., a hospifal). 

Excelsior's pioneering assessmenf of clinical skills in nursing was 
developed in fhe early 1970s under a granf from fhe Kellogg Foundation. 
This capsfone assessmenf is known as fhe Clinical Performance Nursing 
Examination (CPNE). Prospecfive associafe's degree nursing sfudenfs musf 
pass fhis assessmenf wifhin fhree affempfs as a condition of graduafion. 
The CPNE is conducfed in a hospifal, wifh real pafienfs, over a period of 
fhree days. Sfudenfs musf demonsfrafe fhe clinical skills expecfed of a new 
regisfered nurse (RN) fo fhe safisf action of fhree PhD /MSN evaluators. 

The CPNE has been developed in accordance wifh sfandards for per- 
formance fesf developmenf of fhe American Educational Research Asso- 


CONTINUING HIGHER EDUCATION REVIEW. Vol. 74, 2010 


27 


DEGREE COMPLETION: RESPONDING TO A NATIONAL PRIORITY 


dation, the American Psychological Association, and the National Council 
of Measurement in Education. It has also been reviewed by ACE and the 
Council for Adulf and Experiential Learning (CAEL) for academic credif 
and validify. Since ifs infroducfion in 1974, fhe CPNE has been adminisfered 
fo approximafely 40,000 graduafes of fhe ADN program. Those graduafes 
going on fo fake fhe national licensing exam for RNs (fhe NCLEX-RN) 
consisfenfly meef or exceed fhe national associafe degree pass rafes for 
firsf time fesf-fakers. 

Excelsior is in fhe process of creafing similar oufcome assessmenfs 
for ifs ofher major programs. As higher education moves info an era of 
increased accounfabilify, such fools are expecfed fo help in demonsfrafing 
bofh learning oufcomes and instifufional effectiveness. 

Credit from instruction 

For sfudenfs who require insfrucfion fo complefe a degree. Excelsior offers 
more fhan 300 online courses. In 2009, if also offered fhe firsf face-fo-face 
insfrucfion (af fhe Army's Sergeanf-Majors Academy, Ff. Bliss, TX) in ifs 
38-year hisfory. 

RELATED STUDENT SERVICES 

Excelsior provides supporf services fhaf mighf be expecfed of an open- 
enrollmenf insfifufion. These include fhe following: 

• Those needing assisfance in bringing fheir writing and compufafional 
skills fo a college-ready level can fake refresher courses; fhese are 
supplemenfed by a new online wrifing cenfer. 

• Tuforing is available for mosf course confenf areas on a 24-hour basis 
af no cosf fo fhe sfudenf. 

• Similar fo fhe fuforing supporf. Excelsior also offers coaching fo 
fhose needing supporf in dealing wifh fhe problems of life-family, 
work, financial, time managemenf, efc. This has proven parficularly 
imporfanf fo af-risk sfudenfs who have shown signs of disengagemenf 
wifhin fheir program (infrequenf presence online, failure fo submif 
assignmenfs, efc.). As wifh fuforing, fhere is no cosf fo fhe sfudenf 
for fhis assisfance. 

• A dedicafed library supporf feam is available online fo help sfudenfs 
find assigned readings and fo guide research from fhe college's library 
supporf unif af Johns Hopkins Universify. 

• Peer networks assist in creating a sense of communify and in mafch- 
ing shared inferesfs or needs. 
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ACADEMIC CALENDAR AND EORMATS 

As other institutions have discovered, year-round programs, compressed 
terms (whereby students complete two courses per term in an eight-week 
sequence rather than concurrently), and cohort models are appealing to 
adult learners. Time is often as great a concern as money. Accelerated 
formats enable students to move toward an income-enhancing credential 
more quickly. 

CREDIT BANKING 

Another of Excelsior's (Regenfs) pioneering services for adulfs is fhe credif 
bank. Affer having prior learning assessed, many adulfs eifher wanf fo 
waif before completing fheir degree or wanf fo complefe if elsewhere. The 
college's credif bank allows sfudenfs fo consolidafe various franscripfs, as 
well as include prior learning assessmenfs and ACE credif recommenda- 
tions. For minimal cosf, fhose using fhe bank can regularly add work done 
elsewhere. In addition fo having a consolidafed franscripf, fhose using fhe 
bank can receive a clear undersfanding of credif earned and an idea of fhe 
work fhaf is still needed. 

CONCLUSION 

If is encouraging fo nofe fhaf research by fhe Nafional Cenfer for Public 
Policy in Higher Educafion has found fhaf open-access colleges such as 
Excelsior are responsible for fhe greafesf gains in graduafion rafes over fhe 
pasf decade (Doyle). While critics will be quick fo quesfion fhe qualify of 
Excelsior's graduafes and fheir academic experience, fhe college is able fo 
poinf fo learning-oufcome assessmenfs nof found elsewhere. For example, 
fhe Excelsior's associafe's degree in nursing program (fhe nation's largesf, 
wifh more fhan 14,000 enrollmenfs) requires safisfacfory complefion of 
fhe hands-on, clinical-skill compefency assessmenf described above as a 
program requiremenf. No ofher associafe's degree nursing program in fhe 
counfry has such an assessmenf of compefency as a condition of gradua- 
fion. 

By focusing on fhe assessmenf of whaf has been previously learned, 
combined wifh fhe knowledge fhaf can be obfained asynchronously on- 
line, Excelsior believes fhaf if is well positioned bofh fo ease fhe anxiefy of 
refurning fo school affer many years (an off-cifed concern fhaf can be an 
obsfacle fo re-engagemenf), and fo mainfain affordabilify. Through fhe ac- 
cepfance of previously earned credif, deferminafions of credif equivalency. 
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and credit-by-examination, the cost of an Excelsior credential can be less 
than that of even a public insfifufion, where a minimum number of credifs 
have fo be complefed in residence, regardless of prior work. 

The Council for Adulf and Experienfial Learning (GAEL) has recenfly 
released a sfudy of 62,475 sfudenf records af 48 colleges and universities. 
Findings included fhe following: 

• Sfudenfs wifh credifs obfained fhrough prior learning assessmenf 
(PL A) had higher graduation rafes. More fhan 56 percenf of PL A 
sfudenfs earned a posfsecondary degree wifhin seven years, while 
only 21 percenf of fhose wifhouf did so. 

• Sfudenfs wifh PLA credif showed greafer persisfence. Even fhose 
sfudenfs who had nof earned a degree by year seven showed greafer 
amounfs of credif accumulafion fhan fhose wifhouf PLA credif. More 
fhan half of fhose who had yef fo earn a degree by 2008 (end of fhe 
sfudy period) had accumulafed 80 percenf or more of needed credifs 
by fhaf poinf. This compares wifh 22 percenf of non-PLA sfudenfs 
wifh no degree who had reached fhis level of progress. 

• Sfudenfs wifh PLA credif need less time fo graduafe. PLA sfudenfs 
earning bachelor's degrees saved on average of befween 2.5 and 10.1 
monfhs of time in earning fheir degrees. 

Insfifufions seeking fo respond fo Presidenf Obama's challenge and fhe 
counfry's needs may wish fo consider open enrollmenf af leasf for adulf 
programs, fhe assessmenf of prior learning (guided by ACE and GAEL), 
credif -by-exam (whefher from Excelsior, CLEP or DSST), and more liberal 
fransfer policies. In addifion fo Excelsior, such nonprofif insfifufions as 
Empire Sfafe (NY), Charfer Oak (CT), Thomas Edison (NJ), and fhe Wesf- 
ern Governor's Universify (UT) have embraced many, if nof all, of fhese 
pracfices. Togefher we seek fo assisf fhose who have nof always been well 
served by fradifional higher educafion — including fhose 54 million adulfs 
wifh some credif buf no degree. A failure fo rise fo fhe growing challenge 
of an insuffidenfly educafed workforce will ulfimafely cosf us all. ^ 
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